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Stakeholder Theory and Marketing: Moving from a
Firm-Centric to a Societal Perspective
Gene R. Laczniak and Patrick E. Murphy
This essay is inspired by the ideas and research examined in the special section on “Stakeholder
Marketing” of the Journal of Public Policy & Marketing in 2010. The authors argue that stakeholder
marketing is slowly coalescing with the broader thinking that has occurred in the stakeholder
management and ethics literature streams during the past quarter century. However, the predominant
view of stakeholders that many marketers advocate is still primarily pragmatic and company centric.
The position advanced herein is that stronger forms of stakeholder marketing that reflect more
normative, macro/societal, and network-focused orientations are necessary. The authors briefly explain
and justify these characteristics in the context of the growing “prosociety” and “proenvironment”
perspectives—orientations that are also in keeping with the public policy focus of this journal. Under
the “hard form” of stakeholder theory, which the authors endorse, marketing managers must realize
that serving stakeholders sometimes requires sacrificing maximum profits to mitigate outcomes that
would inflict major damage on other stakeholders, especially society.
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Stakeholder theory has finally moved “front and center”in the academic marketing literature. Bhattacharya(2010), inspired by his prior analysis on the promise of
an enlightened stakeholder perspective (Bhattacharya and
Korschun 2008), edited the special section on “Stakeholder
Marketing” in a recent issue of Journal of Public Policy &
Marketing (JPP&M). The section features ten articles that
include conceptual models, empirical reports, implementa-
tion schemes, and essays on various aspects of stakeholder-
centric marketing. Bhattacharya remarks (p. 1, emphasis
added) that “recent realities such as climate change, obesity
crises, and human rights violations … are prompting compa-
nies to look beyond customers as the sole target of market-
ing activities and firms as the primary intended benefi-
ciary…. [T]here is an urgent need for new research that
adopts a broader and more inclusive stakeholder orienta-
tion.” For marketers even tangentially interested in stake-
holder issues, this assembly of articles is essential reading. 
Yet, as we explain in this essay, a hidden and socially
important dimension to this “more inclusive” stakeholder
theory also exists, which, if accepted in its stronger mani-
festations—what we call its “hard form”—has far-reaching
implications for the assessment of marketing practice. This
robust form of stakeholder theory was only hinted at in the
anthology of articles published in the special section on
“Stakeholder Marketing.” We also try to put into perspec-
tive the evolution of stakeholder theory in management and
business ethics circles, beginning with Freeman (1984), and
its implications for the study and practice of marketing in
the future. Subsequently, we propose a variation of hard-
form stakeholder theory, which suggests that in addition to
being agents for the company’s owners and advocates for
consumer satisfaction, marketing managers need to con-
sider themselves stewards for a better society.
Marketers are relative latecomers to the stakeholder per-
spective. According to Freeman’s (1984, p. 46) seminal
definition, stakeholders consist of “any group or individual
who can affect or is affected by the achievement of an
organization’s objectives.” The management literature has
published hundreds of articles and dozens of books on the
importance and centrality of a stakeholder perspective
since the mid-1980s (for a discussion of marketing cover-
age in several insightful management books about our
topic, see Table 1). Marketers have an understandable dis-
position to examine the business environment through a
customized lens—that is, the effects of their value proposi-
tions on customers and how that formulation affects the
financial position of the firm. The relative invisibility of
hard-form stakeholder orientation in marketing, until
recently, is likely due to the traditional goal of marketing
practitioners to make prominent (at least in principle) the
concerns of customers. Such thinking is captured in the
notion of the hoary “marketing concept” as well as the
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strategic intent of “relationship marketing” (Berry 1995;
Drucker 1954). According to such views, customers are the
particular stakeholder group to be elevated to the prime
position of concern in a marketing-driven organization.
In the featured conceptual article of the “Stakeholder
Marketing” special section, Smith, Drumwright, and Gen-
tile (2010) correctly portray the consumer-centric orienta-
tion of too many marketing firms as “the new marketing
myopia.” Such single-minded companies view consumers
as “a commercial entity seeking to satisfy short-term, mate-
rial needs through consumption behaviors” (p. 4). Cer-
tainly, such observations resonate with many readers of
JPP&M. For example, tobacco marketing, the selling of
“pay-day” loans, and the promotion of sugared soft drinks
all produce some initially satisfied consumers, along with
troubling and exploitive secondary effects for the rest of
society. Thus, Smith, Drumwright, and Gentile insightfully
note that “when marketers give insufficient attention to
stakeholders, they do so at great peril; their customers, their
companies, and society at-large likely will be adversely
affected” (p. 5). The failed marketing promises of easy con-
sumer credit, effortless weight reduction, ever-rising home
prices, and cheap energy are recent testimony to the pub-
lic’s disenchantment with the misleading promotional
enticements of many marketers.
Smith, Drumwright, and Gentile (2010) go on to offer five
helpful guiding propositions to counter this new marketing
myopia in business firms: (1) mapping company stakehold-
ers, (2) determining their salience, (3) researching stake-
holder expectations, (4) engaging with stakeholders, and 
(5) embedding a stakeholder orientation in the marketing
process. Granting that most marketing academics came late
to the stakeholder perspective, such propositions are similar
to those that Laczniak and Murphy (1993, p. 51) postulated
earlier as “the essence of appropriate ethical decision-
making” for all marketing organizations. Here, they recom-
mend the strategic and societal benefits of (1) delineating
who the stakeholders are, (2) determining what primary or
secondary stakes each group holds in the organization, 
(3) establishing what responsibilities the organization has to
each stakeholder group, and (4) deciding on a planned strat-
egy to balance the conflicts among stakeholder claims (p. 16).
In further work, Laczniak and Murphy (2006), in reviewing
50 years of writings on normative marketing ethics, designate
“embracing the stakeholder concept” as one of seven abiding
Table 1. Marketing and Normative Coverage in Stakeholder Books
Author Year Marketing Coverage Normative Ethical Foundation
Freeman 1984 • Customers are one of four key stakeholders (pp.
9–10).
• Public relations/affairs: Stakeholder approach (SA)
spreads the traditional public relations role among
all managers (pp. 219–22).
• Marketing managers: SA recognizes the different
types of marketing positions (sales, market
research).
• It is important for marketing managers to focus on
customers and competitors (pp. 226–28).
Utilitarian Strategy
• Maximize benefits to all stakeholders (greatest
good for greatest number)
• Maximize average welfare level of all stakeholders
• Maximize benefits to society
Rawlsian Strategy
• Act to raise the level of the worst-off stakeholders
Svendsen 1998 • Customers are one of four major stakeholder
groups (pp. 21–27). Marketing is analyzed in build-
ing relationships with stakeholders (pp. 53–61).




2002 • Customers and users are considered stakeholders
(p. 22).
• Supply chain associates are also included as stake-
holders (p. 49).
• Customer stakeholders are explained in China
example (pp. 184–86).
• Organizational morality forms the normative
“core” of the stakeholder model: Legitimate stake-
holder interests require managerial recognition and
attention as a matter of moral right.
Phillips 2003 • Customers are noted as stakeholders in several
places (pp. 133, 158, 162, 166).
• Stakeholder fairness is based on Rawls’s (1971)
principle of fair play as a moral foundation of





2007 • Principle 8 (of 10): We need to generalize the mar-
keting approach (pp. 57–58).
• Customers are viewed as stakeholders throughout.
• Marketing examples of customer stakeholders:
Grameen Bank, Wal-Mart, and Whole Foods.
• Ethics and values questions are at the core of 
Managing for Stakeholders because executives
early on in the process must determine which
stakeholders they are creating value for. Both the
traditional value chain and the responsibility chain
are discussed.
Freeman et al. 2010 • Recent literature on stakeholder theory in market-
ing was reviewed, and examples featured in Firms
of Endearment (Sheth, Sisodia, and Wolfe 2007)
were discussed.
• Stakeholder theory in marketing specifically 
mentioned virtues, such as trust, responsibility, 
and commitment, as foundations for relationship
marketing.
propositions for socially responsible marketing. Specifically,
“the adoption of a stakeholder orientation is essential to the
advancement and maintenance of ethical decision-making in
all marketing operations” (p. 167). Thus, long-standing
recognition of the need for greater marketing attention to all
stakeholders exists, but it has gone mostly unheard or
unheeded in the strategic marketing literature.
Our assessment of this special JPP&M stakeholder com-
pilation finds many thoughtful and important contributions
to marketing thinking. As long-time readers of the market-
ing and society literature, we believe that this corpus of
work is impressive and (hopefully) will inspire further
research in stakeholder marketing. For readers interested in
the topic of stakeholders and marketing, this special section
is an essential checkpoint. Although every article plays its
part in the success of expanding stakeholder marketing, we
are particularly encouraged by the rich strategic implica-
tions of the following:
•Using an investment game simulation with a sample of practic-
ing managers, Martin and Johnson (2010) find that some man-
agers will attempt to leverage “positive” stakeholder treatment
in the supply chain with their customers even if they cannot
verify that ethical treatment in the sourcing network is really
occurring. This suggests that among some marketers, stake-
holder attention is being leveraged for instrumental purposes.
• Ingenbleek and Immink (2010), building on the management
writing of Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997), carefully exam-
ine four case studies involving significant stakeholder inter-
actions by Netherlands-based companies; they conclude that
power of the stakeholder and urgency of the issue both deter-
mine the degree to which any particular stakeholder will be
accommodated in shaping a company’s corporate social
responsibility strategy—a sort of “squeaky-wheel” finding that
also indicates that stakeholder orientation may be “forced” on
some organizations more by necessity than by philosophy. 
•Raghubir et al. (2010) begin the important task of specifying the
outcome measures that could be used to evaluate a firm’s actual
impact on stakeholder well-being; especially notable are their
suggested possibilities for better judging the well-being and
quality of life of external stakeholders (e.g., the community).
Those who advocate that marketing academics have a
special responsibility to examine the connections of market-
ing activities with the broader society should particularly
welcome this emergent work (Wilkie and Moore 2003,
2006). Although the use of the term “stakeholder” in a com-
mercial context goes back to Colonial times (Calton and
Payne 2003), when it ratified that property ownership
granted a person a special “stake” in the affairs of the com-
munity, the academic roots of stakeholder theory derive
from Freeman’s (1984) seminal book. Freeman formulated
his notion of the stakeholder approach as an enlightened but
instrumental outlook that likely would lead to better long-
term performance by firms that attempted to explicitly man-
age their various stakeholders (e.g., owners, employees,
customers, suppliers, distributors, host community). Over
time, this original conception evolved as the “stakeholder
management” perspective, in which the firm develops
strategies to manage the rights and claims of various stake-
holders for the purpose of creating more effective organiza-
tional strategy. 
Today, the most common approach to stakeholders in
marketing circles is predominantly instrumental and com-
pany centric. Stakeholders are “analyzed” so that their
claims can be managed in a way that does not trump the
economic imperatives of the firm. Emblematic of this tradi-
tional approach are the many “hub-and-spoke” diagrams
that depict the firm at the center of a wheel of stakeholder
influences (Rowley 1997). Various stakeholders are then
identified for the purpose of being managed by contract,
negotiation, public relations, lobbying, placation, intimida-
tion, or litigation. In effect, for many companies mouthing
this “soft form” of stakeholder management, its rationale is
an appreciated perspective only because it can work to the
benefit of corporate managers or shareholders by helping
maximize profit. Manifestations of this dominant soft form
of stakeholder theory can be deduced in the article excerpts
of the special section of JPP&M, which we describe next.
The quotations we include are selected not to suggest that
the authors endorse soft-form stakeholder theory for mar-
keting strategy but rather to underscore its pervasive reality.
Consider the following excerpts and their distinct appeals to
the firm’s economic advantage as the primary payoff for
stakeholder concern:
• After reporting on the inspiring stakeholder orientations of
several (smaller) privately held firms, Mish and Scammon
(2010) discuss the considerable challenge of implementing
any of these in publicly held companies: “To succeed in over-
coming the obstacles to pursuing principle-based stakeholder
marketing, managers of existing single-bottom-line public
firms must focus on a long-term systems perspective, espe-
cially when short-term marketing demands seem most press-
ing” (p. 24). In other words, many smaller organizations begin
with an operating philosophy that attempts to duly consider the
claims of every stakeholder—a point of view essential to hard-
form stakeholder theory. As these firms grow and become
more successful, however, some “go public,” and the demands
of their many impersonal investors to maximize short-term
shareholder returns lead to a change in philosophy in which
other stakeholder claims become marginalized. 
• Hoeffler, Bloom, and Keller (2010) argue compellingly for
the stakeholder orientation embedded in corporate citizenship
initiatives and offer helpful strategic advice in this regard.
However, their justifying rationale seems tightly linked to the
firm-centric and brand enhancement outcomes of such efforts:
“Firms spend considerable sums of money to promote their
reputations and their brands in an effort to enhance their for-
tunes in the marketplace. We believe that firms can improve
the effectiveness of these efforts by devoting a larger propor-
tion of their budgets to [corporate citizenship] initiatives” (p.
87). In other words, being perceived as a good public citizen
is the ticket to improved brand and corporate perceptions.
Indicative of such instrumental approaches are the many cor-
porate speeches, such as that by the chief executive officer of
Dow Chemical (Liveris 2010), circulating on the business
landscape.
• Ferrell et al. (2010) insightfully remark that companies’ typi-
cal market orientation (MO) on customers and competitors
may be at odds with the broader scope and responsibilities of
stakeholder orientation (SO): “In some firms, MO and SO
may lead to a similar marketing strategy, but in other firms,
there may be significant differences” (p. 95). They go on to
note that at least some of the time, an overlapping sweet spot
between the two approaches can be found because “the
bonds of identification stimulated by SO translate into
increased resources (e.g., employee commitment, good repu-
tation) and, in turn, into enhanced business performance” (p.
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95). We agree with Ferrell et al. but are not as optimistic
about marketer-conceived stakeholder orientations typically
aligning corporate goals (market orientation) with the best
long-term interests of all stakeholders.
We enthusiastically applaud the situations in which
greater attention to multiple stakeholders leads to higher
company profits. An article in Strategic Management Jour-
nal (Godfrey, Merrill, and Hansen 2009), based on the
analysis of 160 firms over a ten-year period, cautiously sug-
gests that firms that invest in secondary stakeholders finan-
cially outperform those that focus more directly on trading
partners (i.e., customers) and their shareholders. This is
consistent with progressive views in the marketing litera-
ture that marketers need to embrace business and society
(Sheth, Sisodia, and Wolfe 2007). Note, however, that this
instrumental, soft form of stakeholder theory (Jones 1995),
though helpful at times to both firms and society, is quite
different from the hard form of stakeholder theory increas-
ingly being advocated in much of the management litera-
ture (Clarkson 1995; Waddock 2005). Bhattacharya (2010,
p. 1) hints at this dichotomy when he remarks that “[stake-
holder marketing] is not necessarily at odds with share-
holder value maximization.” 
The implication here is that, oftentimes, a stakeholder
orientation is directly and necessarily in opposition to
higher shareholder profits. Respecting the claims of stake-
holders is often precisely at odds with a company’s finan-
cial interests, as BP painfully discovered with its $20 billion
escrow fund, established under intense public pressure dur-
ing the catastrophic oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico (Wilson
and Achenbach 2010). Similarly, Toyota resisted wide-
spread product recalls, until mandated by the U.S. Federal
government, despite mounting evidence that a cluster of
problems was occurring from the “sudden acceleration” of
its vehicles (Isidore 2010). If the recall had been imple-
mented with a hard-form mind-set that it was imperative to
protect all stakeholders, the loss of tens of millions of dol-
lars in Toyota profits would likely have been avoided as
well as the deterioration of considerable brand equity and
market share. That crumpling floor mats rather than defec-
tive parts may have been the real problem did not excuse
Toyota’s reluctance to respond. Johnson & Johnson, which
has long espoused and been credited for its stakeholder ori-
entation through its famous Credo, has recently conducted
“phantom recalls” and been forced by the Food and Drug
Administration to implement several other recalls during
the past two years (Blanton et al. 2011; Olaniran et al.
2012). Not only is Johnson & Johnson acting irresponsibly
toward its designated stakeholders (i.e., customers, employ-
ees, communities, and stockholders), but it has also badly
tarnished its long-honed reputation for hard-form stake-
holder thinking that its people-oriented handling of the
Tylenol recalls in the 1980s helped vitalize.
Normative, Macro, and Network-Focused
Stakeholder Marketing
Stakeholder marketing, if accepted along the progressive
dimensions being discussed in much of the current aca-
demic management literature (Elms et al. 2010), represents
a radical, and we would argue socially beneficial, revision
of how most marketing practitioners currently perceive the
purpose of their firms with respect to stakeholders. We con-
tend that marketers need to internalize three characteristics
of hard-form stakeholder theory: (1) that it is normative and
aspirational in its ethical standards, (2) that it raises ques-
tions about the conduct of marketing that are fundamentally
macro in nature rather than firm centric, and (3) that it pre-
scribes greater engagement with external stakeholder net-
works rather than exclusively focusing on customer con-
cerns within the exchange process.
Hard-Form Stakeholder Theory’s Normative
Ethical Aspirations
By “normative ethical,” we mean that hard-form stake-
holder theory implies a duty-based moral mandate that must
be embraced regardless of whether its outcomes are finan-
cially favorable to the firm. This moral imperative requires
that marketers delineate and be responsible for the negative
societal outcomes of their actions on all stakeholders.
From its inception, the theory of stakeholders was per-
ceived (among its other dimensions) as being normative,
rooted in the recognition of the ethical claims by various
parties (i.e., stakeholders) that needed to be addressed
rather than being primarily a tool for the efficient manage-
ment of business. In referencing Rawls (1971), Freeman
(1984) notes that all parties influenced by the actions of a
firm have moral and legal claims, anchored in justice, not to
be negatively affected by firm-caused externalities that
these stakeholders have not engendered. Stated positively,
all firms have an unwavering ethical obligation to attend to
the claims of affected parties (e.g., employees, customers,
suppliers, the host community), insofar as the company
negatively influenced or benefited from actions affecting
those stakeholders. 
Research perhaps best documenting the normative ethical
obligations of managers is the comprehensive literature
analysis by Donaldson and Preston (1995), who trace the
history of the various dimensions of stakeholder theory.
They find that the body of stakeholder writings has four ele-
ments: First, it is descriptive because stakeholder writings
define the constellation of parties possibly affected by busi-
ness operations. Second, stakeholder theory is managerial
because it can be used as an organizing framework to allo-
cate the firm’s attention to its various constituencies. Third,
it is instrumental because the firm’s scrupulous attention to
stakeholders should often lead to better financial outcomes.
Fourth, and most important, it is normative because it helps
define the idealized purpose of the firm (Evan and Freeman
1988). Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 88) place the nor-
mative dimension of stakeholder theory at the core of their
conceptualization and conclude that “the ultimate justifica-
tion for the stakeholder theory is to be found in its norma-
tive base. The plain truth is that the most prominent alterna-
tive to the stakeholder theory (i.e., the ‘management serving
the shareholders’ theory) is morally untenable.”
Ironically, the father of stakeholder theory, Edward Free-
man, has argued with himself about the extent to which a
stakeholder orientation can be viewed as instrumental for
managerial performance, in contrast with a normative ethi-
cal mandate. Perhaps bowing to the harsh reality that the
majority of corporations embrace stakeholder thinking only
when it is to their economic advantage, Freeman (1999)
gravitates to a modified instrumental stakeholder thesis,
which advocates always paying attention to key stakeholder
relationships because doing so maximizes shareholder
value over an extended period. Less than a decade later,
however, some backpedaling has occurred; Freeman, Harri-
son, and Wicks (2007) argue that ethics and values ques-
tions are at the core of managing for the betterment of
stakeholders (p. 11) and that “if managers try to maximize
the interests of any one stakeholder, they will run into trou-
ble” (p. 157).
The implications for marketing academics and
researchers interested in stakeholder theory need to be
underscored. Because marketing has historically been
focused on profitably overseeing the value chain, with
exchange as its common denominator, an overriding nor-
mative ethical question for marketing typically involves
issues of distributive justice (Laczniak and Murphy 2008).
This standard is normative because it attempts to evaluate
the fairness and efficiency of market transactions. That is,
for each market system or exchange relationship, marketing
academics should adjudicate whether the benefits and bur-
dens of the economic transactions are fairly shared among
all stakeholders. For example, applied to broader concep-
tions of stakeholder theory, marketers should ask the fol-
lowing questions: Are any stakeholders being unfairly or
unjustly affected by marketing activities? Are their ethical
and legal claims being recognized, discussed, and addressed
by the marketing organization? For marketing managers
who profess that ethical concerns are central to the building
of trust among stakeholders, it is these questions that
require greater reflection and that ultimately shape how
microlevel transactions in particular market segments
should be assessed from a macro, public policy standpoint.
This ethical restatement of stakeholder orientation, rooted
in a normative, ethical standard of distributive justice, leads
to the observation discussed in the following subsection.
Hard-Form Stakeholder Theory’s Macro
(Marketing System) Questions and Micro 
(Firm-Centric) Strategy
Hard-form stakeholder theory suggests that the purpose of
the business organization is broader than simply customer
satisfaction at the firm level or wealth maximization for
company shareholders. Understandably, both these elements
are (and should be) part of the guiding doctrine of almost all
marketing firms. However, the purpose of business (writ
large), from the standpoint of stakeholder theory, goes
beyond the microfirm level and is collectively intended to
help promote the greater common good of the stakeholder
network. According to hard-form stakeholder theory, the
creation of “value” by the firm is to be understood broadly
and socially, not merely from the customer and shareholder
perspectives (Freeman, Wicks, and Parmar 2004). 
Since the mid-1970s, the macro aspects of marketing sys-
tems and the social contract from which all marketing firms
derive their legitimacy have not been adequately discussed
in the mainstream marketing literature (Wilkie and Moore
2006). Though beyond the scope of this essay, a sketch of
the rationale underlying the social contract goes something
like this: Complex economic exchange is necessary for
societies to flourish and for individuals to achieve their full
potential. Therefore, the aggregate market economy should
always be primarily in the service of people, helping them
live ever-fuller lives. This implies the acceptance of an
authentic stakeholder empathy that arises from the under-
stood solidarity of people and the global communities in
which they reside. The “common good” is always a some-
what subjective matter, but economic growth is clearly only
one factor in a community well-being that includes familial,
social, aesthetic, and cultural developments and achieve-
ments. If economic maximization is not the end goal, nei-
ther is profit maximization. Profit is a means to an end, a
reward for risk undertaken by marketers who provide the
goods and services that society needs. Profit should be a by-
product of a commercial transaction well done (Handy
2002). The opportunity to secure this possible reward by
providing market-based needs is one-half the “social con-
tract” that firms have with the community. The other half is
the responsibility of firms to operate in an ethical and
socially accountable manner to repay the societal-grounded
license for individual economic profit.
Bhattacharya (2010), in one of the limited forays into
macrolevel thinking in the JPP&M special section, recog-
nizes communal value creation explicitly and insightfully in
his postulated model of stakeholder business strategy. In
that model, his measured (stakeholder) outputs are not only
probusiness but also prosocial and proenvironmental; that
is, such outcomes seemingly conform to the so-called triple
bottom line (Elkington 1998). Such hard-form conceptions
of stakeholder theory imply that marketing managers are
not only agents for company owners (i.e., profit orientation)
but also stewards for society, with a professional responsi-
bility to take a societal perspective (i.e., people and planet)
when assessing the likely externalities of their selected mar-
keting strategies on stakeholders. In other words, hard-form
stakeholder theory is an emergent alternative to the tradi-
tional purpose of the firm being predominantly to maximize
profit at the company level. Instead, it conceives of the pur-
pose of a responsible marketing firm as earning a competi-
tive return on investment for shareholders, while always
acting in an accountable and socially sustainable manner
without causing damage to the physical environment or the
social exploitation of stakeholders.
This tenet is well reflected in conceptions of stakeholder
theory commonly found in the management literature. For
example, Donna Wood (qtd. in Agle et al. 2008, p. 160)
positions stakeholder theory as an alternative to the unten-
able assumptions of neoclassical economic theory: “Institu-
tions do not exist to serve their own purposes, but rather to
serve the needs of societies and peoples.” Thomas Donald-
son (also in Agle et al. 2008) predicts a “normative revolu-
tion” that broadens the thinking of corporations about their
responsibilities, is inspired directly by stakeholder theory,
and is rooted in the recognition that a stakeholder orienta-
tion fundamentally captures the idea that all human beings
(affected by business) have intrinsic worth. 
The recent global Great Recession is testimony to the
notion that unit-maximizing, unregulated enterprise does
not always produce the stable and efficient markets pre-
dicted by previously unquestioned economic models
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(Stiglitz 2010). Hard-form stakeholder theory demands
that marketers accept a broader and deeper view of their
societal mandate. Understandably, some skeptics doubt
that marketers will ever give up their soft-form, often self-
serving view of stakeholder theory without regulation
(Marens 2010). Regardless of the best way to proceed, this
macro dimension of hard-form stakeholder orientation
augurs greater examination in academic marketing
research, especially by those interested in public policy
questions.
Hard-Form Stakeholder Theory’s Cocreative
Engagement with a Firm’s Stakeholder Network
During the 1990s, as marketing firms began to co-opt the
language of stakeholder theory, the acceptance of this con-
cept was extremely instrumental and pragmatic. If (stake-
holder) employees were well satisfied, they would treat cus-
tomers better; if (stakeholder) suppliers were dealt with
fairly, buyers would feel better about their purchases; if the
(stakeholder) community was partnered with, consumers
would develop greater brand loyalty. Much of the time,
soft-form stakeholder theory is economically useful. In
such instances, the motivation for accepting stakeholder
theory is conditional on it improving the bottom line. In
contrast, even the earliest management theory stakeholder
conceptions could be viewed as positioning stakeholders as
partners with a fair voice in company decisions, drawing on
the writing of Rawls (1971; see Freeman 1984) and later
with an emphasis on absolute duties from a Kantian per-
spective (Evan and Freeman 1988).
A shift in perceptions of a few marketers may first have
been noted by Maignan, Ferrell, and Ferrell (2005, p. 974),
who wrote, “Marketing is moving from a narrow customer
orientation to managing relationships and benefits for all
stakeholders.” Within the context of this observation, the
idea of cocreation, as espoused in the service-dominant
logic (Vargo and Lusch 2004), is cited with approval. Now,
in the twenty-first century, the academic literature increas-
ingly portrays stakeholders not simply as conditional to but
also as essential for a process of external engagement
(Jawahar and McLaughlin 2001; Phillips 2003; Waddock
2005). Hard-form stakeholder theory engages with each
stakeholder group through a demonstrable process for
ongoing dialogue (Andriof and Waddock 2002). Books
such as Managing for Stakeholders (Freeman, Harrison,
and Wicks 2007) describe possible protocols for doing
exactly this and giving various stakeholders additional
voice.
As we previously suggested, the literature outside mar-
keting management consistently reflects a broader view of
stakeholder theory than the consumer-focused (and firm-
centric) conceptions typically discussed in most stakeholder
marketing articles, including the special section of JPP&M.
For example, Rowley (1997) suggests that stakeholder
power is best understood not from a dyadic standpoint but
rather by understanding the “density” of stakeholders and
the firm’s “centrality” within the relevant business network.
Lindfelt and Törnroos (2006) contend that the networked
view of firms, suppliers, distributors, and customers may be
even more useful for envisioning a firm’s core competen-
cies than the traditional (dyadic) stakeholder approach. Fur-
thermore, in a major review article on stakeholder theory,
Laplume, Sonpar, and Litz (2008, p. 1152) advocate for “a
return to the theory’s emphasis on the strategic stakeholder
management, albeit with a broader view of the firm’s per-
formance.” Most recently and provocatively, Werhane
(2012) suggests scrapping the hub-and-spoke model so
endemic to soft-form stakeholder thinking and replacing it
with a “complex adaptive system” in which the firm is not
at the center of the diagram but rather is one among many
interconnected social partners constituting the sociocom-
mercial nexus.
The ramifications of this view are enormous because it
implies accepting a stakeholder network view rather than
marketing’s traditional customer-focused orientation.
Moreover, the analytic, research lens of hard-form stake-
holder thinking is less firm centric and more societal, as
embodied in the triple-bottom-line measurements of suc-
cess already mentioned. Recent research dealing with the
evolution of marketing strategy (Lusch and Webster 2011)
perceives the expanded task of marketing as optimizing
both the effectiveness and the efficiency of the entire mar-
keting network by cocreating value with partners rather
than simply focusing on the satisfaction of customers.
“The firm must be understood as a complex network
mechanism linking customer value and the value of the
firm for all its stakeholders” (Lusch and Webster 2011, p.
131).
Conclusion
To summarize our thesis, the soft form of stakeholder
theory, accepted by most marketing organizations and dom-
inating much of the JPP&M special section, is highly
instrumental and (micro) firm focused. In addition, stake-
holder concerns are managed by marketers through one-on-
one (dyadic) negotiation and integrated (i.e., taken seri-
ously) mainly if they project improved profitability in the
short or medium term. Without doubt, expected investor
returns and the satisfaction of customer needs are mini-
mums for organizational survival. However, the hard form
of stakeholder theory, which much of the management lit-
erature now endorses (Svendsen 1998), represents an
increasingly evident paradigm shift because of its societal
orientation—it is decidedly more ethically normative,
macro, and network focused. Stakeholders are accorded
enhanced voice (i.e., dialogic input embodied in company
policies) to question marketing actions in a manner consis-
tent with the service-dominant logic proposition of cocrea-
tion (Vargo and Lusch 2004, 2008) and consonant with
proactive corporate social responsibility (i.e., addressing
social concern quickly) (Elms et al. 2010). The goal of the
hard-form approach is to fairly apportion the costs of
externalities among the full network of stakeholders,
thereby putting the creation of stakeholder benefit at the
center of strategy consideration and as the reconstituted
social purpose of marketing organizations (Svendsen and
Laberge 2006).
The reality is that this hard form of stakeholder orienta-
tion will be vigorously resisted by many marketing firms
because it does not exclusively focus on profit growth and
maximization. Such reluctance is understandable, as is
many corporations’ refusal to amend the increasingly dis-
credited “efficient market thesis” of unregulated competi-
tion and the “self-interest-maximizing” buyer rationality as
the main pathways to economic insight. As we outline in
this essay, the social ethos of expectations for business per-
formance may be shifting. Indeed, a reasonable case can
even be made for why marketers might welcome a set of
globally uniform, ethical “hyper norms”—precisely
because such norms would reduce managerial uncertainty
about what constitutes the boundaries of acceptable corpo-
rate behavior with all stakeholders (Laczniak and Kennedy
2011). 
We also predict that public policy considerations, con-
spicuously underanalyzed in the JPP&M special section,
will become markedly more critical in helping understand
and implement the hard form of stakeholder marketing. As
business influence becomes increasingly global and eco-
nomically powerful, society will demand greater responsi-
bility and accountability for all its ramifications. In effect,
public policy mechanisms and processes become the
countervailing force to the natural resistance of marketing
organizations to any paradigm shift, including a move-
ment away from soft-form stakeholder orientation. In
other words, as some organizations strive to protect the
status quo of self-serving stakeholder “co-optation,”
numerous public policy adjustments will be demanded to
ensure that the prosociety and proenvironmental dimen-
sions of the triple bottom line are counted along with the
usual probusiness metrics (Bhattacharya 2010). Practically
speaking, this means that public policy debates about what
exactly constitutes the societal common good and what
social measurements reflect that progress will become
prominent in the academic conversation on the organiza-
tional effectiveness and social fairness of marketing prac-
tices. In short, we predict a return to the neglected (and
marginalized) “societal marketing concept,” introduced by
Philip Kotler in the 1970s and still included in his many
textbooks (e.g., Kotler and Armstrong 2010). According
to this view, marketing organizations should be monitored
by institutions of national and international public policy
enforcement, so that they will “deliver value to customers
that maintains or improves the consumer’s and society’s
well-being” (Kotler and Armstrong 2010, p. 11). 
This approach is also in keeping with the American Mar-
keting Association’s definition of marketing, which delin-
eates “society at large” as an important stakeholder (as
Gundlach and Wilkie [2010] succinctly discuss in the spe-
cial section). We look forward to future scholarly analysis
that addresses stakeholder theory that not only builds on the
excellent research presented in the JPP&M special section
but also reflects the broader dimensions of stakeholder
theory we discuss herein. Consistent with hard-form stake-
holder thinking, we end with a strong endorsement of
Mick’s (2007, p. 291) characterization of marketing’s
macro, societal responsibilities:
If marketing is to live up to its maximum potential, simultane-
ously with its sociological obligation, and also become more
genuinely appreciated by the public, the goal of marketing …
must be the common good.
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